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The long-standing tradition of military impunity was dealt a severe blow in late March when the
legislature passed a resolution which redefines the jurisdiction of civilian and military courts. The
resolution is the latest in a series of measures adopted since the beginning of this year aimed at
asserting civilian control over the armed forces (see CAU 03/12/93). The National Congress ruling,
issued on March 25, contains two principal elements. First, jurisdiction of the military justice system
is defined as limited to those cases where active duty military personnel commit violations of
military regulations. In all other cases of crimes committed by military personnel, defendants are
to face trial in civilian courts. Second, in those cases where there is a disagreement over whether
a specific case should be tried in military or civilian courts, the case will automatically be passed
to the latter. Historically, all crimes in which armed forces personnel are implicated have been
dealt with in the military courts. This has been the case even for crimes committed by officers or
troops against civilians. Likewise, the military-controlled police (FUSEP), has refused to act on
arrest warrants issued against military personnel by civilian judges. The only exception to date
has been the July 1991 rape-murder of Riccy Mabel Martinez (see CAU 08/02/91). In that case, the
military only allowed the accused officer, Col. Angel Castillo, to stand trial in the civilian courts after
discharging him. The congressional ruling paves the way for a large number of trials in connection
with the testimony of secret police (Direccion Nacional de Investigaciones, DNI) deserter Josue
Zuniga. In February, Zuniga testified before a civilian magistrate regarding the involvement of DNI
agents in corruption, drug trafficking and assassinations. Zuniga remains under the protection of
Human Rights Ombudsman Leo Valladares. Meanwhile, political repercussions continue to surface
as a result of Zuniga's testimony regarding the military intelligence unit known as the 3-16 battalion.
Human rights groups place most of the blame for the disappearance of about 150 people during the
1980s on military personnel affiliated with the 3-16 battalion. In 1989, the military claimed that the
unit was permanently disbanded and has since repeatedly denied reports that the 3-16 continues
to exist. However, according to Zuniga, personnel from the 3-16 battalion were responsible for the
1992 assassinations of union leader Rigoberto Borjas and of Marco Tulio Castellon, the latter an
executive from the state-owned electric company (Empresa Nacional de Energia Electrica, ENEE).
"Anyone who has ever worked with the police knows about the 3-16 battalion," Zuniga declared.
In a move which took many Hondurans by surprise, on March 23, former armed forces chief Gen.
Arnulfo Cantarero publicly declared that Zuniga's assertions regarding the continued existence of
the 3-16 battalion were accurate. Cantarero's explosive statements broke the public silence he had
maintained since being deposed as head of the armed forces in a December 1990 barracks coup
d'etat. A few days after Cantarero's public statements, the General's wife, Lucy de Cantarero, told
reporters he had received a death threat by telephone from a former colleague in the armed forces.
"I hold the armed forces responsible for whatever happens to my husband, myself, or our children,"
she said. (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 03/25/93,
03/27/93; Agence France-Presse, 03/23/93, 03/25/93, 03/30/93)
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